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Chapter 1
PICTORIAL POET OR POET-DRAMATIST?
In a "Reading of Keats, Allen Tate describes Keats as a
11

pictorial poet in the Spenserian tradition,

11

11

1

and he has great praise

for Keats as this type of poet. That Spenser was very influential in
Keats' writing career is a well-known fact, and many critics have

commented on it.

Ian Jack, in Keats and the Mirror of Art, singles out

Spenser's description of Belphoebe as one which must have been parti
cularly appealing to Keats:

Her yellow locks, crisped like golden wyre,
About her shoulders weren losely shed;
And, when the winde amongst them did inspire,
They waved like a penon wyde dispred,
And low behind her back were scattered:
And whether art it were or heedles hap,
As through the flouring forest rash she fled,
In her rude hairs sweet flowers did themselves
- lap,
And flourishing fresh leaves and blossoms did
enwrap.2
(The Fairie Queen, III.

iii 30)

Jack then cites the description of the passage given by Leigh Hunt in
"Gallery of Pictures from Spenser," an essay in his book Imagination
and Fancy:

Her lily-white silken dress, sprinkled with
golden points, and skirted with a golden fringe;
her rosy-budding beauty; her locks of gold, and
careless crown of flowers caught by her head as
she went through the forest, would have taxed
all the delicacy and richness of [Titian's]
colouring. Can anything be more evident than
the pictorial delight which Spenser took in
drawing and colouring these pictures? Does he
not dip his pen into a palette instead of an
inkstand; look at each bit of colour as he takes
it up with the relishing eye of an artist, and
linger and brood over it as he lays it on?

2

"To Autumn," particularly in the first stanza, is one of the most
beautiful verbal paintings Keats created:
Season of mists and mellow fruitfulness,
Close bosom-friend of the maturing sun;
Conspiring with him how to load and bless
With fruit the vines that round the thatch
eves run;
To bend with apples the moss'd cottage trees,
And fill all fruit with ripeness to the core;
To swell the gourd, and plump the hazel
shells
With a sweet kernel; to set budding more,
And still more, later flowers for the bees,
Until they think warm days will never cease,
For Summer has o'er-brimm'd their clammy
cells.4
Tate's essay is written in praise of Keats, and he asserts that "at his
best (the odes, 'Lamia, 1 'The Eve of St. Agnes, 1 and parts of

'Hyperion') he has a masterful simplicity of purpose and control.115 How

ever, Tate feels that Keats was unable to transcend the pictorial aspects
of his poetry, and offers the following general analysis:

Keats as a pictorial poet was necessarily pre
senting in a given poem a series of scenes, and
even in the narratives the action does not flow
from inside the characters, but is governed pic
torially from the outside.. .. He was a poet
of space whose problem was to find a way of con
veying what happens in time; for it is time in
which dramatic conflict takes place; and it is
only by conversion into dramatic actuality that
the parts of the verbal painting achieve rela
tion and significance. 6
According to Tate this was Keats' special problem--one of making his
verbal paintings come to life and have meaning in time, and a problem
which he seldom overcame.
There is, however, one important fact about Keats' poetry which
would seem to indicate a need for further study in order to determine the
validity of Tate's criticism.

An overall view of Keats' poetry reveals

that he covers all the subjects that are important to man-nature, art,

3
literature. fame. love. and death.

In the following statement Jack

Stillinger has summed up the core or basis of Keats• major poetry. which,
for the purpose of this discussion, includes "Ode to Psyche, 11 11 Ode to a
Nightingale," 11 Ode on a Grecian Urn, 11 11 Ode on Melancholy, 11 and "To
Autumn. 11
His significant poems center on a single basic
problem, the mutability inherent in nature and
human life, and openly or in disguise they de
bate the pros and cons of a single basic prob
lem, transcendence of earthly limitations by
means of the visionary imagination. ?
Stillinger's statement that Keats' poems are chiefly concerned with 11 the
mutability inherent in nature and human 1 ife" is an extensfon of Tate. 1 s
assertion that 11 Keats was a poet of space whose problem was to find a
way of conveying what happens in time. 11

For it is time that causes the

changes that the poet, at the beginning of the odes, is unable to cope
with, and time that precipitates a search for the best way to confront
and accept these changes.

The odes, when viewed as a group, show the

approaches the poet tries, and, most important, the steps he undergoes
to come to terms with himself and the world, and to solve the problem
of conveying what happens in time.
In keeping with Tate's description of Keats• poetical style. it
is certainly impossible to deny the influence of all aspects of art on
Keats' poetry.

Jack's book, Keats and the Mirror of Art, is entirely

on this subject.

This book had its origin in a key passage from Keats'

poem 11 Sleep and Poetry," which he found was suggested by a painting of
Poussin's.

Jack's discovery led him to question the possibility that

perhaps other lines in Keats' poetry might have their origins in specific
works of art.

After searching through the books and essays of such well

known Keatsian critics as kny Lowell, J. Middleton Murry, H. W. Garrod,
and Claude L. Finney with little satisfaction, he turned directly to
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Keats and his contemporaries for his information. Jack, in his own words,
"found that most of them [Keats' contemporaries] had been men who were
keenly interested in painting and sculpture, and that they frequently
commented on the quality of [Keats'] imagination.118 The book is a search
to find "just how deeply the poetry of Keats was indebted for inspiration
to the visual arts.119
One of the chief sources of Jack's information was the Annals of
the Fine Arts, the first quarterly devoted to the visual arts in England.

Through the Annals Jack surmised that there was an extraordinary rise of
interest in painting and sculpture during the time of Keats' writing
career.

Many famous works of art were brought to England on loan, and,

as one writer in the Annals said, "The present English government has
certainly done great things by the purchase of the Townley, the Elgin,
and the Phigaleian marbles.1110 Jack's examination of the quarterly
revealed the following:
A typical issue of the Annals consists of two
or three articles on such subjects as the com
parative greatness of Raphael and Michelangelo,
the history of historical painting, the need
for a National Gallery, some aspects of art in
classical times, some opportunity for the public
patronage of painters, sculptors, or architects;
accounts of recent exhibitions; reviews of re
cent books, pamphlets, and lectures on the fine
arts and related subjects; a satirical piece
attacking the Academy; something about the
Elgin marbles; perhaps a technical note on
methods of manufacturing paint; items of news
about painters and sculptors; and two or three
poems. 11
It is interesting to note that Keats' "Nightingale" and the "Grecian Urn"
first appeared (to the public) in the Annals, the first poem in the

thirteenth issue and the second in the fifteenth issue, a dagger being
the only signature.12
The first issue of the Annals opens with an essay entitled
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"On the Affinity between Painting and Writing/' a reprint of Sidmouth's
Oxford Prize Essay, in which the author insists that men of old were
aware of the analogy that exists between painting and writing:

11

the

analogy between the two arts was universally felt and allowed; their
rules and principles were in many respects the same; and the same
expressions equally characterized the similar continual production of
both. 11

13

This statement shows the importance of the Annals to the

modern reader of Keats.

It clearly exposes the type of atmosphere in

which the v1riting of his poetry took place.

As Benjamin Robert Haydon

once remarked, "Poetry and Painting require the same minds; the means
are only different: language and versification are the means of one,
and form, colour, and light and shadow, the means of the other.1114
Jack also deals with the important influences that Keats'
literary friends had upon his writing.

By 1818 Keats had made the

acquaintance of many interesting and influential people, each of them
leaving his mark on Keats' thinking and style.

Leigh Hunt was one of

the earliest of Keats' well-known friends, though the friendship would
not be a lasting one.

According to Jack, "'Sleep and Poetry' makes it

clear that Leigh Hunt's room, with its pictures and its casts, meant
a great deal to the imagination of the young Keats, and when in a sonnet
he mentions 'Sweet Sappho's cheek' as an object of delightful contem
plation he may well be remembering a cast belonging to his friend." 15
[Keats' indebtedness to Spenser is well-known, as pointed out earlier,
and Hunt did much to encourage it.]
Benjamin Robert Haydon was also an influential factor in Keats'
career. Jack found that Haydon was the chief contributor to the Annals,
and also that he was its editor in all but name.

It was Haydon who

supplied the copy of Chapman's Homer that was to inspire Keats' famous
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poem.

Haydon sensed Keats' powerfully visual imagination upon first

meeting him, and constantly urged Keats to develop his imagination
through continual association with nature and all types of art.

In

a letter to Haydon on March 8, 1 8 1 9, Keats gives the first indication
of restlessness and dissatisfaction with both himself and his previous
style of writing:
I am three and twenty, with little knowledge
and middling intellect. It is true that in
the height of enthusiasm I have been cheated
into some fine passages, but that is not the
thing. 16
Keats' dissatisfaction led him to the following conclusion:
I am convinced of this, and from this I have
come to this resolution--never to write for the
sake of writing or making a poem, but running
over with any little knowledge or experience
which many years of reflection may perhaps give
me; otherwise I will be dumb. 17
Keats is obviously beginning to mature as a critic of what constitutes
good poetry.

He can no longer be satisfied with trusting in Chance to

help him produce "some fine passages."
William Hazlitt also played an influential role in Keats' career.
It is uncertain just when Keats became acquainted with Hazlitt, but it
was probably soon after he met Hunt and Haydon.
as Keats' guide in matters of style and taste.

He replaced Leigh Hunt
For this reason, says

Jack,
It is therefore an important factor that
Hazlitt had begun life as an artist, and be
came a very distinguished critic of painting.
In reacting against Leigh Hunt, Keats might
well have reacted against the kind of poetry
that is nourished by the work of great painters
and sculptors. Fortunately he found in Hazlitt
a mentor who understood painting, as well as
literature, more profoundly than did Hunt, a
new guide whose critical expositions, so far
from irritating him, aroused his passionate
enthusiasm. 18

7

Keats was certainly trained to view the world around him with
the eyes of a painter, but he was not a painter.

Bernice Slote, in her

book Keats and the Dramatic Principle, gives the following explanation
of Keats' view of poetry: "The poem to Keats was the body of the world
itself, not a secondary image in a mirror. Life was enacted in the
struggle of image on image, and to proceed through the valley of opposi
tions, the vale of soul-making, was as valid in words as in flesh. 1119
The poem to Keats was not a "secondary image in a mirror," nor was it
a "verbal painting," to use Tate's term.

Keats' later poems are much

more than either of these phrases suggests.

By the time of their

writing he was a man of experience. He was no longer forced to rely
upon mere conjecture when he wrote of love, death of a loved one, or
the mutability of life. In 11 Psyche 11 there is the desperation of a man
who needs something to believe in. In the 11 Nightingale 11 there is the
lethargy that canes after too much happiness, or too much pain, and the
realization that for many only suffering lies ahead.

In the "Grecian

Urn" there is, once more, the search for something permanent in a world
of change. In "Melancholy" Keats acknowledges the inseparability of
pain and pleasure, a major step towards the acceptance of life that
prevails in "To Autumn." Tate has charged that "Keats has no language
of his own 1120 to convey what happens in time; that when "the necessity
to dramatize time, or the pressure of actuality is paramount;" Keats
presents us, instead, with a

1

11

picture 1 of common reality. 1 12 1 Many

readers have sensed that the knowledge that pervades the odes is first
hand for the poet; the question of whether Keats lacked the language to
convey that knowledge remains to be demonstrated.
To many critics the idea that Keats looks deeply within himself
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as he explores man's problems has been a major concern.
there is too much of Keats in the poems.

They feel that

It. is unfortunate, however,

that as a general rule his poems are read autobiographically, for they
have much more to offer than a mere life history.

E. C. Pettet and

Bernice Slate both comment on this aspect of Keats' poetry.

11

The first

and foremost article of the Romantic creed, 11 says Pettet, 11was the
affirmation of the god-like 'I' that makes the poetical world and that
in creating poetry creates itself.1122 He explains further:
Keats not only dissented from this article,
but consciously and consistently maintained
an antithetical belief against poetry of the
'Wordsworthian or egotistieal sublime', intro
verted writing that draws all. experience into
the poet's ego and insists on shaping it to
those subjective attitudes and beliefs that
constitute 'character'. Keats upheld the
ideal of a selfless, unrestricted, outflowing
sensibility--a poetry of which drama is the
highest form. 23
Bernice Slate discusses the problem of Keats' putting too much of him
self into his poetry in tenns of Keats as the poet-hero:
To make him poet-hero is, of course, to take
part of what Keats was and said and to disre
gard the rest, for one constant strain in his
letters, and a discernible development in his
poetry, is away from the purely personal, the
poet-hero who speaks in his own voice, and to
ward the dramatic .in poetry, where the self is
protean and the umbilical cord of the poem is
cut.24
In the later poems there is a distinct movement away from the personal
and towards the dramatic in Keats' style.
Keats took an active interest in drama, and Slote points out
and comments on the following elements of dramatic focus in Keats:
the essentially dramatic stance of his own
poetic character, as he described it; his
reading of Shakespeare and other dramatists;
his view of the London theatres, their actors,
and their plays; his own dramatic criticism
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and his first attempts at playwriting; and
the more formal, conscious dramatic techniques
(in addition to his own natural dramatic sense)
that may be observed in his later poems. Taken
together, these aspects of Keats can form a
revealing picture. 25
In his letter to John Taylor on January 30, 1818, on the subject of
Endymion, Keats asserts his desire to become a dramatist; the idea of
contrasts that he presents in Endymion will later become an essential
part of the drama in his poetry:
My having written that Argument [on Happiness]
will perhaps be of the greatest Service to me
of any thing I ever did--it set before me at
once the gradations of happiness even like a
kind of Pleasure Thennometer--and is my first
Step towards the chief Attempt in the Drama-
the playing of different Natures with Joy and
Sorrow.26
Keats' letter to Benjamin Bailey on August 14, 1819, reaffirms his
interest:
One of my Ambitions is to make as great a revo
lution in modern dramatic writing as Kean has
done in acting--another to upset the drawling of
the blue stocking literary world--if in the
course of a few years I do these two things I
ought to die content--and my friends should
drink a dozen claret on my tomb. I am con
vinced more and more every day that (excepting
the human friend Philosopher) a fine writer is
the most genuine Being in the World. Shakespeare
and the Paradise Lost every day become greater
wonders to me. 27
Keats' study of Shakespeare led to some of his most important considera
tions on poetry and the poetic character, and add proof to Pettet's
argument that Keats was a dissenter from the Romantic "I. 11 Keats
makes this idea of impersonality clear in his first axiom of poetry:
"I think Poetry should surprise by a fine excess and not by singularity-
it should strike the Reader as a wording of his own highest thoughts

and appear almost a Remembrance.11 28 There is no room for a merely
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personal approach in poetry; it must be relevant to all men. In a letter
to George and Georgiana Keats on February 19, 1819, triggered by what
Keats considered the abhorrent conduct of Benjamin Bailey (Bailey had
jilted Marianne Reynolds and become engaged to another woman), he makes
the following comment:
A Man's life of any worth is a continual alle
gory--and very few eyes can see the Mystery of
his life--a life of the scriptures, figurative-
which such people can no more make out than they
can the hebrew Bible. Lord Byron cuts a figure-
but he is not figurative--Shakespeare led a life
of Allegory; his works are the comments on it.2�
For this reason Shakespeare was the 11 good Genius 11 that Keats wished to
preside over him.

In a letter to Benjamin Robert Haydon he writes:

I remember your saying that you had notions of
a good Genius presidirig over you. I have of
late had the same thought, for things which [I]
do half at Random are afterwards confinned by
judgement in a dozen features of Propriety. Is
it too daring to fancy Shakespeare this Presider?
(May 10, 1817)30

Keats' admiration for Shakespeare and involvement with his work led him
to the following conclusion about the poetical character:
As to the poetical Character itself .•. it is
not itself--it has no self--it is every thing
and nothing--It has no character--it enjoys light
and shade; it lives in gusto, be it foul or fair,
high or low, rich or poor, mean or elevated--It
has as much delight in conceiving an Iago as an
Imogen. What shocks the virtuous philosopher de
lights the cameli�? Poet. (letter to Woodhouse:
October 27, 1818)
Slote explains Keats' statement about the 11 poetical Character 11
in terms of a dramatic principle: "it is clear that the Keatsian kind
of poetic nature is suited to create that poetry in which the poet
retreats, as does the writer of a play, letting other figures and voices
carry act and meaning. He is both receptive and chameleon. The

11
Wordsworthian kind, on the other hand, keeps the poet central, and his
voice predominant.1132 For Keats as a mature poet there is no room for
what Pettet calls the "godlike 1 ! 111 of the Romantic creed.

Keats• life,

just as does any poet's, was to have a distinct influence on his poetry;
it was his aim, however, that his experiences would deepen his under
standing of life so as to increase the universality of his poems, not
merely provide him with more experiences to write about.
Keats poetry is filled with universal experiences and feelings.
It is possible to visualize specific scenes or pictures within each poem,
but it is also possible for the sensitive reader to put into play his
own deep-felt emotions while experiencing each poem.

11

Dramatic actuality,"

to borrow Tate's term, is therefore essential to the individual poem, as
well as to the poems as a whole. The following chapters discuss both the
emotional drama within 11 Psyche, 11 the "Nightingale, 11 the "Grecian Urn/'
11

Melancholy, 11 and 11 To Autumn," as well as the dramatic elements Keats

employs to make each poem a successful presentation of human life.

Chapter 2
ODE TO PSYCHE, 11 ODE TO A NIGHTINGALE, 11 AND
11
11 ODE ON A GRECIAN URN :
A SEARCH FOR PERMANENCE
11

With 11 Psyche 11 Keats begins his exploration of various ways to

cope with the changes that are inherent in human life.

Keats• version

of Eros and Psyche is not identical to the classical myth, but Psyche
was an ideal symbol for him to use in beginning his study of ways that
man might react to the mutability of life.

11

Psyche 11 is the Greek word

for 11 butterfly, 11 which also means 11 soul. 11 The odes constitute a deep,
soul-searching quest for some means of facing the realities of life
rather than trying to escape them, of learning from these realities
rather than ignoring them. Psyche herself underwent a tremendous change:
she was a mortal woman who became a goddess. Before immortality was hers,

however, she underwent many agonizing, almost impossible tests, as decreed
to her by Venus.

For this reason the fable of Eros and Psyche is usually

considered to be an allegory.

Bullfinch, in The Age of Fable, says "Psyche,

then, is the human soul, which is purified by sufferings and misfortunes,
and is thus prepared for the enjoyment of true and pure happiness. 11

33

Leonidas Jones makes the following comment on the allegorical aspect of
11

Psyche 11 :

1

1

In promising to worship Psyche, Keats was announcing his in

tention allegorically of becoming a psychological poet, of analyzing the
human soul, of glorifying the imagination, of studying the human mind in
order to show how an awareness of its complexity could enrich human
experience. 1134 Although Robert Gittings• description of 11Psyche 11 as 11 a
poem instinct with all the loveliness of an enclosed summer garden 1135
12
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certainly categorizes the poem as a verbal painting, Jones has recognized
that there is much more within its lines.
In the latter half of 1818 and the first half of 1819, Keats was
made acutely aware of how seriously a man's life can be affected by the
changes that occur with the passage of time.

Keats was very close to his

brother George and George's wife Georgiana, who left England to begin a
new life in America.

George's departure left a gap in Keats' life that

would never be filled.

It was in September of 1818 that serious attacks

were beginning on Endymion. Within one month the three famous attacks
on Endymion appeared in Blackwood's, the Quarterly Review, and the British
Critic, all Tory journals.

During late August and early September Keats'

brother Tom was entering the last stages of consumption and needed almost
constant attention.

Keats himself was beginning to be plagued by lengthy

periods of severe sore throat, an early sign of consumption. Tom was to
die of this disease on December 1, 1818.
Keats met Fanny Brawne for the first time.

During the time of Tom's illness
In a letter to John Hamilton

Reynolds Keats acknowledges the attraction he felt for Fanny:
I was never in love--yet the voice and the shape
of a woman has haunted me these two days--at such
a time when the relief, the feverous relief of
Poetry, seems a much less crime--This morning
Poetry has conquered--! feel escaped from a new
and strange and threatening sorrow--And I am
thankful for it--There is an awful w�gnth about
my heart like a load of Irm,ortality.

The impact that Fanny had on Keats is obvious, and during the composi
tion of the odes Keats was in daily contact with her.

Fanny was a great

inspiration to Keats, for she helped to bring him out of the gloom and
isolation that haunted him after Tom's death.

Another aspect of Keats' life was also in great turmoil at this

time--his attitude towards religion; and one will note that "Psyche"

14
begins with an invocation to a pagan diety:

11

0 Goddess!

hear these

tuneless numbers. . . . "Keats refused to accept orthodox Christianity
as the answer to man's problems, and therefore he developed his own
philosophy, his own way of dealing with the mutability of life.
veloped the concept that the world is

1

1

He de

The vale of Soul-making, 11 and

he considered his own system of "Spirit-creation" to be 11 a grander system
of salvation than the chrystiain religion.1137 To become a Soul, to acquire
an identity, one must live in the world, not escape from it. In the same
letter in which Keats presents his 11 system of Spirit-creation, 11 he ex
plains the necessity of experiencing the realities of life:
I will call the world a School instituted for
the purpose of teaching little children to
read--! will call the human heart the horn Book
used in that School--and I will call the Ch""f'fci""
able to read, the Soul made from that School and
its hornbook. Do you not see how necessary a
World of Pains and troubles is to school an in
telligence and make it a Soul? A Place where
the heart must feel and suffer in a thousand
diverse ways! Not merely is the Heart a Horn
book, It is the Minds Bible, it is the Minds
experience, it is the teat from which the Mind
or Intelligence sucks its Identity.38
Religion plays an essential part in 11 Psyche, 11 and Keats' mis
givings and questionings about religion are apparent.

"Psyche" is a

poem characterized by insecurity and searching, both of which were abundant
in Keats' life at this time. The speaker in the poem has a distinct need,
a need for something to believe in; a need that has resulted because time
has greatly changed religious patterns and beliefs. The poem is over
shadowed by painful memories, because there seems to be no solution to the
present dilemma. The idea of facing life and learning from it, no matter
how painful, is the basic theme of Keats' great odes.

11

Psyche 11 presents

one approach to life, a tentative but necessary step in the growth of a
human soul.

15

Kenneth Allott divides the poem into three stages--stanza one
constitutes the first stage, stanzas two and three the second stage,
and stanza four the third stage.

Of the first stage Allott says that

"Keats sets out to praise Psyche as the neglected goddess whose suffer
ings and mistakes represent the inevitable conditions of human experi
ence.1139 The first stanza sets the tone for the entire poem.

From the

very beginning the insecurity and uncertainty of the poet are apparent:
0 Goddess! hear these tuneless numbers, wrung
By sweet enforcement and remembrance dear,
And pardon that thy secrets should be sung
Even in thine own soft-conched ear:
The "numbers" are "tuneless," so that they might not be heard by un
worthy ears.

The memories they stir are painful, for they are "wrung/

by sweet enforcement and remembrance dear," as if the poet does not wish
to recall them, but finds he must.

He is not even certain whether his

experience comes from a vivid dream or from a fully awakened state:
Surely I dreamt to-day, or did I see
The winged Psyche with awaken'd eyes?
The poet, aimlessly and thoughtless wandering through the forest, dis
covers the presence of two lovers "calm-breathing on the bedded grass."
Mario L. D'Avanzo, in Keats' Metaphors for the Poetic Imagination, ex
plains that this forest is representative of the confusion within the
poet's rdnct.40 Stage one is, then, a discovery for the poet.

Literally,

whether it be a dream or an actual occurrence, the poet discovers two
figures in the forest.

Allegorically, the poet discovers his own thoughts,

and is on the verge of realizing what his life lacks--some supreme power
or being in which he may place his faith.

The remainder of the poem

thus becomes a working out of the poet's confused thoughts.
In the second stage (stanzas two and three), the poet is filled
with praise for the goddess because he is aware that she has been
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thoughtlessly neglected by time; for, as Allott explains, the present
has become "a twilight for poetic and mythological modes of thought.1141
Time has brought about an intellectual approach to the mysteries of
life, and obviously such an approach has not satisfied the poet.

In

spite of Psyche's great beauty and worthiness, she lacks all the things
that play such a vital role in the noble, organized Greek religion, as
well as many modern religions:
temple thou hast none,
Nor altar heap'd with flowers;
Nor virgin-choir to make delicious moan
Upon the midnight hours;
No voice, no lute, no pipe, no incense sweet
From chain-swung censer teeming
No shrine, no grove, no oracle, no heat
Of pale-mouth'd prophet dreaming
With the passage of time the gods and goddesses have lost their regal
splendor, and Olympus is now characterized by a "faded hierarchy." This
same idea is continued in stanza three, where we learn that the vows of
old, which were once so important, are now out of date.

This stanza is

a lament for days gone by, for the "fond believing lyre" and the sacred
ness of the very elements themselves. Stanzas two and three are parallel
in that they both explore the machinery of worship, but they also form a
contrast; for in the third stanza the elements of worship become human.
The poet has offered himself as a medium of worship:
So let me be thy choir, and make a moan
Upon the midnight hours:
Thy voice, thy lute, thy pipe, thy incense sweet
From swinged censer teeming;
Thy shrine, thy grove, thy oracle, thy heat
Of pale-mouth'd prophet dreaming.
Stage two is therefore one of complete recognition, for the poet is no
longer in doubt about the object of his search. It is also the beginning
of commitment.
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Of the third stage, stanza four, Allott says "The movement

which is introduced by the emphatic

Yes, I will be thy priest .
represents an accession of strength.1142 This stanza indicates the
seriousness of the religious experience that the young proselyte has

undergone. Before, simple outward belief in the gods was expected, and

sufficient. This, however, is no longer possible in the society in which
the poet finds himself. Thus, he is forced to develop his own means of

coping with the need for faith, for the old means has been destroyed for
him. The obvious solution, then, is the use of the imagination. Psyche's
temple will be built in the mind, and "branched thoughts," rather than
the trees of the bower, will shelter the goddess. Psyche will dwell in a
"rosy sanctuary" that is dressed "with the wreath'd trellis of a working
brain.

11

Stage three is one of commitment and resolution. The poet has

discovered the best way, at least for the present, to express the longing
for security and faith which he feels within himself.

W. J. Bate makes the following comment concerning 1 Psyche 11
1

:

"The sixty-seven lines of the new poem, an Ode to Psyche, have always
puzzled readers.1143 These lines are puzzling, he explains, because of
I

1

their "banalities of diction . . . ('fainting with surprise' and 'tender
eye-dawn of aurorean love')" and lack of firmness in the structure.44
Tate has said that 11! do not know what to do about this anomalous poem,
except to admire it.11 45 His admiration for "Psyche" stems from the fact

that he finds "very little genuine sensation in Keats (rather what Arnold
and his contemporaries mistook for sensation), but there is more of it
in 'Ode to Psyche' than any where else in the great odes. Mr. T. S.
Eliot puts it first among the odes, possibly because it contains no
developed attitude towards life. The other odes do.1146 It is interesting
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that, although one of the thrusts of Tate's criticism is that Keats
lacks a language of his own to convey what happens in time, he does not
address himself to the obvious "banalities of diction" in "Psyche. 11 Here
Tate's criticism would certainly stand him in good stead.

To borrow

Bate's examples, when the poet comes upon "two fair creatures" in the
grass and finds himself "fainting with surprise," he makes two discoveries,
as pointed out earlier:

literally, he discoveries Psyche and Cupid; but

is also on the verge of discovering his own thoughts.

Thus occurs a

very important moment in time, and it is here that Keats' language be
comes weak.

Here, if anywhere, we might say that he has difficulty con

veying what happens in time. The same is true of "tender eye-dawn of
aurorean love, 11 which is certainly anomalous description of daybreak.

But with daybreak the "fair creatures" love will move from a passive to
an active state, and once again Keats' choice of words is far from his
best.
Tate is also in agreement with Bate concerning the structure of

"Psyche," explaining that "Mr. Eliot's preference for 'Ode to Psyche'

doubtless shares at bottom the common prejudice that romantic art tends
not only to be pictorial but 'off center' and lacking in that appearance
of logical structure which we ordinarily associate with Donne and

Dryden." 47 A close reading of the poem will, however, reveal a distinct,

or firm, structure.

The poem moves from the concrete to the abstract, from that with

in time to the timeless.
bower:

At first the god and goddess are in a real

In deepest grass, beneath the whisp'ring roof
of leaves and trembled blossoms, where
there ran a brooklet scarce espied:
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'Mid hush'd cool-rooted flowers, fragrant-eyed,
Blue, silver-white, and budded Tyrian,
They lay calm-breathing on the bedded grass.

The colors of the flowers are given (blue, silver-white, purple), and one
is given a name (Tyrian).

In stanza two Keats refers to the moon as

"Phoebe's sapphire-region'd star," and the evening star as Vesper,
11

amorous glow-worm of the sky.

11

By the end of the poem the flowers and

stars have lost their identity; they have become "buds and bells, and
stars without a name." At the beginning of "Psyche" the poet "wander'd
in a forest thoughtlessly." By the end of the ode all is based on
thought, for the god and goddess rest in a bower within the poet's
imagination:
Where branched thoughts, new grown with pleasant
pain,
Instead of pines shall murmur in the wind:
Far, far around shall those dark-cluster'd trees
Fledge the wild-ridged mountains steep by
steep;
And there by zephyrs, streams, and birds, and
bees,
The moss-lain Dryads shall be lull'd to sleep;
The two lovers have not moved their location from one bower to another
for no reason.

Clearly outlined changes precipitate the move:

Olympus'

hierarchy has faded; Psyche has no temple or followers--she has come too
late in time to receive the worship and allegiance that she deserves:
0 brightest! though too late for antique vows,
Too, too late for the fond believing lyre,
When holy were the haunted forest boughs,
Holy the air, the water, and the fire;
The poet's only way to remedy the situation is to build a temple to
Psyche in his mind, where she can be protected from the changes of time.
It is interesting that Keats refers to Cupid and Psyche as "Dryads/' for
according to Bullfinch, Dryads were "wood-nymphs, Pan's partners in the
dance. . . . [They] were believed to perish with the trees which had been
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their abode and with which they had come into existence.

It was there

fore an impious act wantonly to destroy a tree, and in some aggravated
cases was severely punished. 1 /'.1- 8.There will, however, be no one to destroy
the Dryads so lo_ng as they exist in the poet's mind.

The "Blue, silver

white, and budded Tyrian 11 flora of the first stanza, and Vesper and Phoebe
of the third stanza, have been exchanged for a "rosy sanctuary" filled
With the wreath'd trellis of a working brain,
With buds, and bells, and stars without a
name,
"Fancy" is the 11 gardener, 11
Who breeding flowers, will never breed the
same:
The flowers are subject to change in the sense that they will not be
duplicated, but individual types are not subject to change.
change by degrees that which will exist only mentally.

Time cannot

Nothing is concrete

by the end of the poem; all is mental.
An interesting dramatic convention employed by Keats in "Psyche"
is the dream-vision, for the poet is not certain whether he is awake or
asleep.

It is almost an excuse for the poet, allowing him the pleasure

of letting his thoughts wander and develop without being totally responsi
ble for them.

The poet's mental state therefore becomes a means of

exploring life's reality and a respresentation of reality, the reality
that the poet can find no means of satisfying his need for faith in the
world around him.

In the same way, the stage serves as a means of exploring

and respresenting reality in a play.

As an actor develops a character's

role on the stage, so thoughts develop themselves within the poet's mind.
Keats also uses contrast and paradox to develop the drama within
the odes, though they have only a minor role in this first poem.

An

important paradox occurs in stanza four: the "pleasant pain" with which
the poet's thoughts have grown.

The poet's apparent happiness at the end

of the poem would perhaps lead us to assume that the pain was merely a
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slight twinge, but these thoughts have matured only after a long search,
a search filled with unhappiness and uncertainty.

Morris Dickstein, in

Keats and His Poetry: A Study in Development, makes the following comment:
The 11 0de to Psyche 11 can be seen as dramatizing
the same crucial transformation that occurs in
the Mansion of Life letter, which turns upon
11 the awakening of the thinking principle--with
in us: 49
11

Psyche 11 is essentially a poem of awareness, and the 11 action 11 is all

mental if the poem is taken as a dream. It has, to paraphrase Keats'
letter, awakened the thinking principle within the poet. This ode is,
therefore, the first step towards accepting life for what it is and as
it is.
11

The 11 0de on Indolence 11 is usually placed between 11 Psyche 11 and the

Nightingale 11 in terms of date of composition.

For the discussion that

ensues, however, the 11 0de on Indolence 11 has not been included. In this
ode there is no attempt to transcend life through the use of the vision
ary imagination or in any other way as there is in the other odes.

Keats

did not even consider 11 Indolence11 worthyof publication, for when his 1820
volume of poetry came out this poem was not included. Claude L. Finney's

explanation for Keats' rejection of "Indolence" is that 11 the 'Ode on In

dolence' does not present a new phase of Keats 1 criticism of life. It is
little more than a metrical paraphrase of that fit of apathy which he

described in the journal letter to his brother on March 19, 1819. 50 In
11

that letter Keats' description of his feelings amounts to a severe case
of lethargy, a natural reaction of the body after weeks of strenous men
tal labor.

11

Indolence11 is an indulgence in the lethargic mood and an

interpretation of it, but offers no suggestions as to how to handle the

For this reason 11 Indolence 11 has been

experience and benefit from it.
omitted.
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As Morris Dickstein points out, "we enter a different world when

we move from the playful and celebratory atmosphere of the 'Ode to Psyche'
to the tormented stanzas of the 'Ode to a Nightingale. 1 11 51 In "Psyche"
the self was all-important, for everything existed within the poet's mind.
In the 11 Nightingale11 the poet seeks a realm beyond himself, and the song
of the nightingale triggers his imagination, which becomes the vehicle of
self-transcendence.

Walter Evert gives the following explanation of the

important role that the nightingale's song plays in the poet's experience:
Such perceptible beauty as the nightingale's
song in the natural world tuned the poetic
sensibility to the universal principle of har
mony, in which spirit the imagination could
perceive the essential relationships of the
mundane and the divine. 52
It is in this ode that we first detect the great depth of Keats' personal

anguish and his yearning for release from the misery of his soul.

Stanza

one is lethargic in tone:

My heart aches, and a drowsy numbness pains
My sense, as though of hemlock I had drunk,
Or emptied some dull opiate to the drains
One minute past, and Lethe-wards had sunk:

This stanza establishes the essential contrast between 11 Psyche 11 and the
11

Nightingale11 : in 11 Psyche 11 the poet widened his consciousness and explored

neWi·regions, but, according to Dickstein, 11 Psyche 11 involved only pleasant

pain, not the awareness of death crucial to the 'Ode to a Nightingale. 111 53
It is this "awareness of death, along with life's sufferings, that the
11

poet is trying to come to terms with in this ode.

Keats used the dream-vision in 11 Psyche, 11 and he also employs it

in the 11 Nightingale. 11 The "drowsy numbness" of line one is a foreshadow
ing of the question the poet will ask himself at the end of the
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poem:
Was it a v1s1on, or a waking dream?
Fled is that music:--Do I wake or sleep?

1

1

Drowsy numbness 11 suggests sleep, and the drink of hemlock suggests a

drug-induced state similar to sleep. But Keats then adds the words
11

and Lethe-wards had sunk,11 which give the first suggestion of death,

or a death wish.
despair.

The poet has obviously reached a state of complete

Keats then explains the reason for this despair:

'Tis not through envy of thy happy lot,
But being too happy in thine happiness,-That thou, light-winged Dryad of the trees,
In some melodious plot
Of beechen green, and shadows numberless,
Singest of summer in full-throated ease.

As Evert explains,

[Keats] is, according to his old formulation,
what the poet must be, the acutely sensitive
listener whose total response to the voice of
beauty in the natural world brings about his
identification of himself with the essential
source of his intense pleasure. 54

Keats states that the bird "Singest of summer in full-throated ease, 11

but there is the possibility that his assumption is erroneous.

According

to the legend of Philomela, the bird's song is due to excessive sadness,
not happiness.

Perhaps the poet hears the song in contrast to his own

miserable state, and cannot sense that what he interprets as happiness
is only a sweet sadness.

His imagination has given the song more

meaning than it actually carries.

In the same way, Evert makes an im

portant point concerning the poet's use of wine:

Unless we wish to brutalize the poem by read
ing "the true, the blushful Hippocrene" lit
erally to mean that the intoxication of wine
is the real source of the poetic imagination,
we must see that the poe has already begun to
idealize this image too. 5 5
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The poet has used his imagination to endow the 11 blushful Hippocrene 11
with a potential for escape that it does not possess; for when the
effects of the wine wear off, the poet will find himself once again in
the world which he had hoped to leave behind.
E. C. Pettet, in On the Poetry of Keats, detects a close link
between stanzas one and two.

The "hemlock" and "dull opiate" of stanza

one are paralleled by the invocation to a "draught of vintage" in stanza
two.

Pettet gives two major reasons for these parallels:
1.

The various drafts referred to in the sec
ond stanza also lead up to the desire for
identification with the nightingale.

2.

The beaker full of the warm South carries
a suggestion of drugged intoxication that
is similar to the opening of the poem:
That I might drink, and leave this world unseen
And with thee fade away into the forest dim.56

Although parallels exist between stanzas one and two, there is also
a contrast between them, a contrast in mood.

Stanza two is light and

cheerful, with a freshness that is alien to stanza one:
0, for a draught of vintage! that hath been
Cool'd a long age in the deep-delved earth,
Tasting of Flora and the country green,
Dance, and Provencal song, and sunburnt mirth!
The poet definitely desires escape, for he wishes to "fade away into
the forest dim" with the bird, but the medium he now considers is not
as negative as the hemlock or opiate of stanza one.

The escape is wine,

With beaded bubbles winking at the brim,
And purple-stained mouth;
Keats refers to the vintage as "the true, the blushful Hippocrene. 11
11

Hippocrene 11 was a spring that erupted when the hoof of the winged

horse Pegasus struck the earth on Helicon, the mountain of the Muses.
Edith Hamilton quotes the following passage from Hesiod concerning the
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Muses:

They are all of one mind, their hearts are set
upon song and their spirit is free from care.
He is happy whom the Muses love. For though a
man has sorrow and grief in his soul, yet when
the servant of the Muses sings, at once he for
gets his dark thoughts and remembers not his
troubles. Such is the holy gift of the Muses
to men. 57

The 11blushful Hippocrene,11 or wine, is thus one more way the poet con
siders as a means to "forget his dark thoughts and remember not his
troubles.

11

Of stanza three Tate has said that, "Looked at from any point of

view, this stanza is bad; the best that one ought to say of it perhaps is
that there are worse things in Shelley and Wordsworth, and in Keats him
self.11 58 He then goes on to explain his criticism of stanza three:
It gives us a 11picture 11 of common reality, in
which the life of man is all mutability and
frustration. But here if anywhere in the
poem the necessity to dramatize time, or the
pressure of actuality, is paramount. Keats
has no language of his own for this realm
.Q.f experienc,e_. . . . He either falls into
the poetic language of the preceding age or,
if he writes spontaneously, he commits his
notorious errors of taste; in either case
the language is not adequate to the feeling. 59

Tate has pinpointed a distinct area of stylistic limitation in Keats•
poetry. In this stanza we are presented with a catalogue of the poet's
feelings; he seems unable to actually demonstrate, or dramatize, these
feelings:

The weariness, the fever, and the fret
Here, where men sit and hear each other groan;
Where palsy shakes a few, sad, last gray hairs,
Where youth grows pale, and spectre-thin, and
dies;
Where but to think is to be full of sorrow
And leaden-eyed despairs;
Where Beauty cannot keep her lustrous eyes,
Or new Love pine at them beyond to-morrow.
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Stanza three is obviously the weakest stanza in the poem in terms of
diction, but it is still not robbed of its importance in the poem.
It is presented in a straightforward, direct manner, and explicates
stanzas one and two. The reader is made aware of exactly what the
poet wishes to escape. The poet assumes that the bird "among the

leaves" has never known these things, but the myth states otherwise;

the poet, however, is. too engrossed in his own misery to be aware of such
a possibility.

The stanza is filled with despair, for the poet longs

for permanence in a world of change, especially the changes that come
with sickness and aging.

Full recognition of the intimacy, and the

necessity, of pain and pleasure will not come until the time of the
writing of the 11 0de on Melancholy"; in the 11 Nightingale 11 the poet is not
yet mature enough in his thinking to recognize that when he leaves
behind the pains of life, he also leaves behind the pleasures of life.
In stanza four, the poet announces his intention of joining the

bird, and he also explains how he will achieve this union:

Away! away! for I will fly to thee
Not charioted by Bacchus and his pards,
But on the viewless wings of Poesy,
Though the dull brain perplexes and retards:
Cleanth Brooks and Robert Penn Warren pinpoint an important question for
the reader: "What is it that bars the speaker from entering the world of
the nightingale? 1160 They give the following explanation:

He [the speaker] tells us himself: it is the
"dull brain" that "perplexes and retards. 11 The
opiate, the draught of vintage for which he had
earlier called, and the free play of
the imagina
tion ("the viewless wings of Poesy 11 )--all have
this in common: they release one from the tyranny of the "dull brain. 11 The brain insists upon
clarity and logical order; it is an order that
must be 11 dissolved 11 if the speaker is to merge
himself with the richer world for which he longs. 6 1
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Although, as Pettet points out, the "hemlock" and "dull opiate 11 of
stanza one and the invocation to a "draught of vintage" in stanza two
"lead up to the desire for identification with the nightingale," the poet
rejects both of these methods as a means of achieving the desired escape.
The means of transcending mental lethargy is "the viewless wings of
Poesy," or the imagination.

Immediately upon invocation "Poesy" begins

to fulfill its purpose:

Already with thee! tender is the night,
And haply the Queen-Moon is on her throne,
Cluster'd around by all her starry Fays:

The poet has achieved his momentary union with the bird, and all seems
well.

The only light is
what from heaven is with the breezes blown
Through verdurous glooms and winding mossy ways.

Through use of the imagination, the poet is able to transcend the
11

verdurous glooms and winding mossy ways" which otherwise would con

found him.
Stanza five presents a detailed picture of the poet's imagina
tion at work.
experience.

It is filled with sensuous descriptions of the poet 1 s
In this bower the poet finds his temporary release.

Be

cause it is dark here, the imagination must be used, and the poet must
guess each sweet
Wherewith the seasonable month endows
The grass, the thicket, and the fruit-tree wild:

This active use of the imagination allows him to better see, in a
transcendental sense, the world in which he finds himself, although it
is only a temporary period of enlightenment.
sentation of the cyclical pattern of nature:

This stanza is a repre

The grass, the thicket, and the fruit-tree wild;
White hawthorn, and the pastoral eglantine;
Fast fading violets cover'd up in leaves;
And mid-May 1 s eldest child,

The coming musk-rose, full of dewy wine,
The murmurous haunt of flies on summer eves.
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At the end of this cycle there is the suggestion of approaching death,
anticipated earlier in the stanza by 11 embalmed darkness, 11 which Pettet
refers to as 11 a sensation of being buried in flowers and vegetation.1162
The question arises, then, as to whether the poet will be able
to sustain himself with this flowery, imaginative notion of death.
The answer is found in stanza six.

It begins gently, expanding upon

the notion of death subtly begun in stanza five:

Darkling I listen; and for many a time
I have been half in love with easeful Death,
Call 'd him soft names in many a mused rhyme,
To take into the air my quiet breath;

The adverb 11 darkling 11 describes the actual physical circumstances

which constitute the setting of the poem, but it also describes the

mental state of the poet: he is still unable to fully understand what
it would mean to him to remain in the world of the nightingale. Just as

the bird's son3is carried forth into the air, so the poet has whispered
11

soft names" into the air. He has gently wooed death, and there is some

indication that the poet has shared in the ecstasy that the bird knows:
Now more than ever seems it rich to die,
To cease upon the midni_ght with no pain,
While thou art pouring forth thy soul abroad
In such an ecstasy!

But because the poet is mortal, his ecstasy is momentary. His rapture
ends as the actuality of death confronts him:
Still wouldst thou sing, and I have ears in vain-
To thy high requiem become a sod.

Keats refers to the bird's song as a 11 high requiem," which is a mass

for departed souls.

In view of Keats' concept of the world as the Vale
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of Soul-Making, the poet has not progressed far enough in his develop
ment to become a Sou1. He is still just an identity.

These two 1ines

are the climax of the poem, for this is the poet's moment of awareness.
Death is no longer viewed just as an easeful escape.

As Aileen Ward

points out, "By imagination man can escape momentarily the burden of
se1f-awareness; yet the same imagination causes him to look too far
into the sea, as Keats had written Reynolds the year before:
It is a fl aw
In happiness to see beyond our bourn-
It forces us in summer skies to mourn
It spoils the singing of the Nightingale. 63
In stanza seven, Keats reveals the gap between the listener, or
poet, and the bird:
Thou wast not born for death, immortal Bird!
No hungry generations tread thee down;
while the bird is immortal, man is not; man is affected by the changes
of time, but the bird is not.

As the poet is made aware of the full

meaning of his dream of escape, the bird moves farther and farther away
from the world of men, which is the world of the poet.

David Perkins,

in his essay on the 11 Nightinga1e, 11 describes the bird's movement as
follows:
It [the bird] is heard first by "emperor and
clown" figures presumab1y out of the historica1
past, then by Ruth in a world of Bib1ical legend,
and finally it is heard in "faery lands," and
faery lands may be the "elfin grot 11 of "La Belle
Dame San Merci"--a place which may represent a
destructive illusion. The faery lands are
11
forlorn 11 because man cannot live in them.64

The "tender" night of stanza four is now passing, for the poet is re
turning to himself. The bird belongs to a faery land of "magic case
ments" and "perilous seas, 11 a land unsuitab1e for the nurturing of human
souls.

According to Ward, "At last [the poet] realizes that the joy he

seems to find in this other world is the product of his own imaginative
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activity. 65
The woro "Forlorn" in stanza eight expresses the total aware
ness of the poet.

With this word he is brought back to his own forlorn

state, but he now knows that he would also be forlorn if he attempted
to remain in union with the nightingale.

What could have been a death

knell is now a call to life:
Forlorn! the very word is like a bell
To toll me back from thee to my sole self!
Adieu! the fancy cannot cheat so well
As she is fam'd to do, deceiving elf.
In 11 Psyche 11 Fancy, or the imagination, nurtured the poet's thoughts,
and he was very happy with the results of his thinking.

Now he calls

Fancy what she is--a "deceiving elf, 11 and one that will no longer
deceive him:
Adieu! adieu! thy plaintive anthem fades
Past the near meadows, over the still stream,
Up the hill-side; and now 'tis buried deep
In the next valley-glades:
The vision has fled.

The bird's song is now a "plaintive anthem," a

term which seems to be paradoxical.

The word "plaintive" expresses

woe and melancholy, but an anthem is a hymn of praise.

The poet can

now sense the sadness and anguish in the bird's song, but for him it
is an anthem, because he has returned to the world of human experience.
His vision of escaping through death, or any other means, is "buried
deep/

In the next valley-glades," far away from himself.

The poem

ends with uncertainty, for the poet must ask himself
Was it a vision, or a waking dream?
Fled is that music:--Do I wake or sleep?
but there is no uncertainty about the poet's decision.
the nightingale is not for mortals.

The world of

What could have been a bad dream

or vision, one leading to self-destruction, has turned into a good
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dream, leading to greater self-knowledge.
Allen Tate considers the 11 Nightingale 11 to be the best of Keats'
odes, for, he says, "I believe that 'Ode to a Nightingale' at least
tries to say everything that poetry can say. 11 66 But he also considers
it to be the best example of Keats as a painting poet:
The only stanza which does not give us or in
some way pertain to a definite scene is stanza
seven; for though the method there is pictorial,
the effect is allusive--the permanence of the
nightingale's song is established in a rapid
series of vignettes, ending
with the famous
"faery lands forlorn. 11 67

There are other critics who see more in the 11 Nightingale 11 than just a
series of pictures that lead up to an ill-prepared-for conclusion.
Jack Stillinger, in 11 Imagination and Reality in the Odes of Keats,"

gives a basic formula for the pattern of most Romantic lyrics: the

speaker begins in the real world, then leaves it for the ideal world.
He becomes dissatisfied with the ideal world or cannot function well
there, and so returns to the real, but not at the same place he left
it.68 This is particularly true of the "Nightingale. 11 The speaker is
dissatisfied with life in the real world because of "The weariness,
the fever, and the fret" of that life, and so leaves it for the ideal
world of the nightingale:

Away! away! for I will fly to thee,
Not charioted by Bacchus and his pards,
But on the viewless wings of Poesy,
Though the dull brain perplexes and retards:
Already with thee! tender is the night,
He has achieved his union with the bird, and with it partial recognition
of what death will mean for him:

Now more than ever seems it rich to die
While thou art pouring forth thy soul abroad
In such ecstasy!

Suddenly, however, the poet is aware that death is not just an easeful

32

escape:
Still wouldst thou sing, and I have ears in vain-
To thy high requiem become a sod.
In the last stanza the speaker returns to himself; the vision has died.
Although he still has no definite answer to the problems brought on by
life's mutability, he is now fully aware that death is certainly not
the answer.

The real world is the only world for him.

Walter Jackson Bate expresses an idea similar to Stillinger's
in "Keats' Style: Evolution Toward Qualities of Permanent Value," in
which he refers to each ode as a "miniature drama":
In each ode the poet seeks at the start--in the
"Ode to a Nightingale" shortly after the start-
to identify himself with an object that can lift
himself beyond a world of flux. In each there
is a gradual disengagement, an inability to fol
low completely the sympathetic absorption, and a
return back (implicitly in the "Grecian Urn,"
more obvious in the "Nightingale") to the world
of process and the claims of the human heart .
the drama lies in the return back--the descent
down the ladder. 11 69
Stillinger's formula for romantic lyrics and Bate's explanation of the
drama within the odes would not be applicable to the "Nightingale" if
it were merely a "rapid series of vignettes." The poem reaches deep
into the human heart, and explores the agony and desire for release that
are often found there.

And the methods of escape that Keats explores

are identical to the methods that people use today: drugs, wine, the
imagination.

The restless feelings, the yearning for security in a

world of confusion and flux, have not altered. Perhaps this is the
basis for Tate's statement that the "Nightingale" "tries to say every
thing that poetry can say. 1170
The very subject matter of the 11 N_ightingale 11 gives it the right
to be called a drama, but Marshall McLuhan sees a definite "action,"

which is essential to drama, even in the structure of the poem:
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It is to be shown that there are two negative
and two positive, or two 11 down 11 and two 1 up 11
movements of sense and rhythm, in the first
four stanzas. (The first movement is down 11
the next movement "up," and so on.) The fifth
stanza, which contributes something unheard till
that point, achieves a basis of stability after
the violent oscillations of the preceding stanzas.
In relation to the fifth stanza, the sixth and
seventh stanzas give to the themes of the first
four a wholly new mode of expression, leading
with ease and inevitability to the resolution
in "rational" wakefulness in the eighth. It is
well, perhaps, to keep this, which is the action11
of the poem, in mind while considering the rich
details, whose varied interaction is the means by
which this dramatic movement is realized. 71
1

11

;

11

The "Nightingale" is, therefore, a "miniature drama" in its own right,
a drama achieved through careful integration of language and structure.
But it is also a part of a larger drama, a dramatic representation of
the poet 1 s growth from an Identity to a Soul. The 11 Nightingale 11 is one
more step towards acceptance of the mutability of life, an acceptance

which will not be achieved until the time of the writing of "To
Autumn.

11

The ideal in the 11 Nightingale Ode" is the imagination, fostered

by the bird 1 s song. In this ode the poet examines the experience he
encountered through the use of his imagination, but there is no real

questioning until the end of the poem. David Perkins makes the following
observation:

The poem ends with uncertainty and a question:
was the process that has taken place a momentary
glimpse of truth (a vision 1 or a musing, sub
jective half-dream; and is the poet's inability
to experience it now an awakening into reality
or a lapse into sensibility:
1

),

Was it a vision or a waking dream?
Fled is that music:--Do I wake or sleep?72
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The uncertainty that the poet felt in the 11 Nightingale 11 is carried
over to the "Grecian Urn, 11 for this ode begins with a series of seven
questions.

Perhaps the poet senses that, just as the imagination

failed to provide the desired surcease from pain, so will art, the
ideal in the "Grecian Urn, 11 fail to sustain him.

Beginning with the first stanza, the poet makes the reader

aware of the unnaturalness of art in comparison to the actualities of
1 ife:

Thou still unravish 1 d bride of quietness,
Thou foster-child of silence and slow time,

The word 11 stil1 11 has several important meanings.

It implies calmness

and lack of sound, as reemphasized in the next line by the word
1

1

silence, 11 and it implies lack of motion, also reemphasized in the next

line, by the words 11 slow time. 11 The word 11 still 11 may be replaced with
11

yet, 11 meaning at the present time, and also with the word 11 always; 11

for we soon learn that the urn exists in a world where nothing changes,
Walter Jackson Bate, in a

in distinct contrast to the world of men.

footnote to his essay on the "Grecian Urn, makes the following comment
about Keats use of sti11 11 11 1 Sti11, as an adverb, i ntensifies the
possibility that it may yet be 1ravish 1 d. 1 But the word may have been
11

I

II

:

1

intended as an adjective and was first printed thus ("Thou still, un

ravish 1 d bride of quietness') in Annals of the Fine Arts, IV (1820),
No. 15. 11 73 The adjective 11 ravish 1 d 1 1 is in itself a harsh, unnatural

word with which to describe the consummation of the bride'.s (urn's)
love, a consummation that can never be achieved. This is not the only
unnatural state, for the urn is described as a "foster-child; it is
not the natural child 11 of silence and slow time. 11 The word 11 child 11
implies lack of maturity, and maturity, which implies growth and change,

can never be reached in the world of permanence to which the urn be-
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longs. In the words "slow time,11 Keats gives a subtle hint of the
desire expressed so e,?<plicitly in the "Nightingale," the desire for

escape from the flux of human life.

Though it may seem burdensome or

belaboring a point to examine these two lines word by word, these lines
are essential to the rest of the poem. They are subtle, but filled
with meaning, and they set the mood for the contrasts and paradoxes that
follow.
Keats announces that the urn has a story to tell, for it is
described as a "Sylvan historian." It is generally assumed that

historians tell the truth, but history is not always reported accurately.
The urn is not limited as mortal historians are, for it can speak with
out words. In this respect the urn is similar to the nightingale in that
it allows for misinterpretation of its real meaning. Keats praises the

urn

who can thus express
A flowery tale more sweetly than our rhyme:

but if the urn has only a "flowery tale" to relate, then it is not
telling all. The warnings about the urn are highly refined, but they
are present.
The questions then materialize, and they are filled with un
certainty:
What leaf-fring'd legend haunts about thy shape
Of deities or mortals, or of both,
In Tempe or the dales of ,Arcady?
The poet is not certain what story the "Sylvan historian" has to relate;
nor is he certain whether the figures on the urn are "men or gods," or
both.

Earl Wasserman gives the following explanation for Keats' use

of the line "In Tempe or the dales of Arcady'':
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Tempe being that earthly region which the gods,
especially Apollo, were inclined to favor--an
earthly heaven--and Arcady, that region that man
thought to approach most nearly a paradise--a
heavenly earth. In each name both the divine
and the mortal are present, but with inverted
emphasis. 7 4
11

Tempe 11 and 1 1 Arcady 11 thus form another example of Keats' use of

paradox in the "Grecian Urn, 11 and they emphasize the poet's ambiguous
feelings about the permanence of the world of art and the transciency
of the world of men. The urn has begun to "tease [him] out of thought."

The poet continues his questioning, and the six questions in lines
eight to ten begin slowly and build up to a feverish state:
What men or gods are these? What maidens loth?
What mad pursuit? What struggle to escape?
What pipes and timbrels? What wild ecstasy?

The expression of sexual desire, which is in itself natural, is undeni
able, but there is not the slightest hint of consummation. All remains
in a state of feverish anticipation. The teasing maidens, the 11 mad
pursuit" of "men or gods, 11 the "wild ecstasy, 11 have no end.
In stanza two there is a complete shift in mood, and the questions
the poet has just asked are ignored or forgotten. Although the mood is
calm and soothing, there seems to be a great inner force at work beneath
the surface, a deliberate effort to ignore the 1 1 mad pursuit," the
"struggle to escape, 11 the 11 wild ecstasy, 11 as if the poet does not wish

to face them, and he gives his reasons:

Heard melodies are sweet, but those unheard
Are sweeter; therefore, ye soft pipes, play on;
Not to the sensual ear, but, more endear'd,
Pipe to the spirit ditties of no tone:

It is the sensual aspects of man that he wishes to ignore. More
figuratively, he is searching for those things which will not change,
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and, consequently, come to an end. These lines are reminiscent of
stanza one of "Psyche," where there are also "tuneless numbers," and
the assumption that the good life exists on a mental plane.

Lines

fifteen to twenty express the temporary security the poet senses in

the changeless, timeless world of art:

Fair youth, beneath the trees, thou canst not leave
Thy song, nor ever can those trees be bare;
Bold Lover, never, never canst thou kiss,
Thou winning near the goal--yet, do not grieve;
She cannot fade, though thou hast not thy
bliss,
For ever wilt thou love, and she be fair!
The youth always has his song; the trees always have their leaves.

It

is an obvious denial of the cyclical pattern of nature for the trees
never to lose their leaves, and an obvious denial of human nature for

the youth to be unable to leave his song if he so desires.

Keats thus

presents another contrast of life and art. The prerogative of choice
is essential to human nature, and on the urn it does not exist. The
same is true of the Lover, who, "Though winning near the goal, 11 wi 11
never reach that goal.

Achievement, or accomplishment, is also a vital

part of human nature, but the Lover can never know such satisfaction.

His only consolation is that his maiden's love and beauty can never fade.
The poet, however, has found a temporary answer to the deep felt anguish
expressed in stanza three of the "Nightingale 11 :
Where youth grows pale, and spectre-thin, and dies;
Where but to think is to be full of sorrow
And leaden-eyed despairs,
Where Beauty cannot keep her lustrous eyes,
Or new Love pine at them beyond to-morrow.

Old age and despair do not exist, Beauty does not fade, and lovers are
not rejected and replaced in this new-found world of art.

38

Jacob Wigod describes stanza three as a rejoicing of the poet
1

1

in the ripeness that has been rescued from time. 11

used six times.

75

The word 11 happy 11 is

In the world depicted on the urn, the boughs are happy

because they never shed their leaves, and love is happy because it is
For ever warm and still to be enjoy'd,
For every panting, and for ever young.
Because there is no consummation of love, no shedding of leaves, no
11

The lover and the

heard melodies," these experiences can never end.

poet are, temporarily,
All breathing human passion far above
That leaves a heart high-sorrowful and cloy 1 d,
A burning forehead, and a parching tongue.
The lovers exist in a state of perpetual spring.
of passion, but never fruition.

There is the birth

The wholeness of love can never be

theirs.
There is a shift of emphasis from the secular to the religious
as we move from stanza three into stanza four.

Mr. Wigod explains that

"though the stanza is not about the permanence of nature, youth, love,
and beauty in art and its transiency in the real world, the description
of the pagan ritual creates in our minds a definite picture of the society
in which the human figures moved.,.
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This stanza makes these people more

human, more believable for the reader.
community life.

We see ritual and order in their

For this reason, the stanza is not a digression, as

Bush calls it,77 nor is it what F. W. Bateson refers to as a "relapse
into Romanticism [because] The 1 green altar, 1 the •mysterious priest'
and the 'little town' were alluring invitations to reverie. 11

78

It is

an essential part of the poem, for through it the reader is allowed
to move through the microcosmic life depicted on the urn.
Patterson considers it to be the climax of the poem:

Charles
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The apex of imagistic power and at the same time
the inescapable turning point are reached when
the poet's imagination, completing the scene,
creates for itself the deserted little town not
pictured but from which the people in the pro
cession must have come forth.79
These people have left their town for the sacrifice, whatever that
sacrifice may be, and they will never be able to return:
And, little town, thy streets for everymore
Will silent be; and not a soul to tell
Why thou art desolate can e'er return.
Beauty still exists in the moment before the sacrifice, but after the
sacrifice the town is empty. This is the first occurrence of any type
of culmination in the poem, and it embodies what the poet is afraid,
or unwilling, to face. For once the people leave their town, they will
never be able to return. In the same way, man is never able to return

to a particular time in his past.

In stanza five the urn is once again regarded as an object g_'art.

It is an 11 Attic shape, 11 a 11 fair attitude, 11 a 11 silent form. 11 We are
reminded of the simplicity, purity, and refinement of the urn. The urn
is still 11 fair, 11 or beautiful, but it has not previously been directly
referred to as an 11 attitude, 11 the physical embodiment of the position of
the urn in relation to a specific frame of reference, which is the realm
of art. The 11 brede, 11 or interwoven pattern, or the urn is now explicit-

its men are 11marble,11 its 11 maidens overwrought.1 1 There is no mention of
spring in this stanza, only "forest branches and the trodden weed." The
poet is approaching his moment of awareness:
Thou, silent form, dost tease us out of thought
As doth eternity: Cold Pastoral!
The urn is a tease, quite similar to the cheating fancy in the 11 Nightin

gale 11 and the gardener Fancy in "Psyche," a view supported by both Cleanth
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Brooks and M. H. Abrams. Brooks asserts that:
The urn itself is a 'silent form,' and it speaks
not by means of statement,but by 'teasing us
out of thought. It is as enigmatic as eternity
is,for,like eternity,its history is beyond
time,outside time, and for this very reason be
wilders our time ridden minds: it teases us.80
1

Abrams does not consider that thlBeauty is truth,truth Beauty [ axiom J

is asserted by Keats,either as a statement or as a pseudo statement, 81
11

for there is an unnamed speaker in the poem. "The Urn has said, 'Only
the beautiful exists,and all that exists is beautiful '--but not,the

speaker replies, in life,only in that sculptured Grecian world of noble
simplicity where much that humanly matters is sacrificed for the
enduring Now. 82 The last stanza implicity expresses a preference for
11

what "humanly matters." The poet has made his choice,and has not been

deceived by the "Cold Pastoral," a name delivered like an epithet. The

urn is sterile and frozen within time. The pictures on the urn are full

of life,but the urn is beyond life,and it is the urn that delivers

the moral in the last two lines of the poem. The urn is a friend "in
midst of other woe/ Than ours. Like the nightingale, it offers a
11

message:

Beauty is truth,truth beauty,--that is all
Ye know on earth, and all ye need to know.
But,like the song of the nightingale,it is a message that can be easily
misinterpreted.

Within the world of art,the urn's message is sufficient,

but,as Keats makes clear,the world of art is not entirely sufficient for
men.
There is much controversy among critics about the last stanza of
the "Grecian Urn, especially the last two lines. Albert Gerard inter
11

prets the "Beauty is truth ... "axiom as a direct philosophical truth

stated by Keats, but one which is thoroughly prepared for and defined
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within the limits of the poem:
But what if Keats used 11 al1 11 in the sense of
''the best, 11 11 the utmost, 11 as in the phrase
"That's all I can do"? Some such interpreta
tion is suggested by the words 11 0n earth, 11 which
clearly limit the range of applicability of
the urn's statement. Art is not Eternity, but
only an analogue of it. It is man's highest
endeavor in this world because it actualizes
the ideal and its makes perceptib�� the pre
sence of the ideal in the actual.

Gerard 1 s interpretation of the 11 philosophical truth 11 rests on the com
plexity of the "Grecian Urn, 11 whose 11 main theme is not the supremacy of
art over life, but rather the function of art in life. 1184 "Beauty is

truth, truth beauty 11 is not tacked on at the end for purposes of unifica
tion; the entire poem has been a preparation for this moral.
Allen Tate finds in the last stanza a
radical violation of [the urn's] set limits ....
What [Keats] says is what the mathematicians call
an extrapolation, an intrusion of matter from an
other 11 field of discourse, so that even if it be
11 true
philosophically it is not a visible func
tion of what the poem says. 85
In keeping with his idea that Keats is a poet who follows "in the
Spenserian tradition of ut pictura, poesis,11 86 Tate sees the poem as
11

constructed pictorially in spatial blocks, for the eye to take in

serially.11
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From Tate 1 s point of view, drama in any of its forms plays

no part in the "Grecian Urn. 1

1

Bate also comnents on Keats' use of the

ut pictura, poesis technique, which, he explains, occurs when 11 the poet

contemplates the work of art, often while directly addressing it, and
derives from it a subject for meditation.11

88

Bate, however, feels that

Keats puts this technique to greater use than what Tate allows.

According to Bate, the meditation that results as the poet views the urn
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is what makes the "Grecian Urn 11 a "dramatic lyric that include [s]
symbolic debate, 1 1 8 9 for

the theme of this meditation--in a sense the
theme of a11 Keats I odes except II Psyche" --is
that of process, and either the acceptance of
it, or the hope to escape from it, or both in
dramatic interplay with each other. 90

The poet is therefore forced to play two roles: on the one hand he up
holds the advantages to be found in the world of art; on the other hand

he upholds the advantages to be found in the world of men. After comparing
the two, the poet rejects the world of art, which Bate explains as the

result of Keats 1
commitment to remain honest to human reactions-
to explore the heart with its questionings and
doubts--[it is this commitment which] sustains
the second voice that interplays with that of
the odal hymn. 91
Earl Wasserman also discusses the necessity of acknowledging the
human element within the "Grecian Urn":
no one will deny that the odes, like most of
Keats' poems, deal with the human and muta
able on the one hand, and the immortal and es
sential on the other; and what it states has
something to do with both the opposition and
the fusion of these two states. 92
Wasserman has pinpointed the essence of the drama within the "Grecian
Urn. 1

1

The drama is created by the tensions existing in the poet's

thoughts because of two states that are contradictory: the world of art
and the world of men. Yet, by the end of the poem, the poet is able to
resolve these tensions by a blending of art into life.
1

1

In the

Nightingale 11 the poet concludes that the visionary imagination, which

leads to escape, is not the answer to coping with the mutability of life.
The conclusion in the "Grecian Urn 11 is very similar: art plays an

important role in life, but it cannot replace the role of experience.

Chapter
1

1

3

ODE ON MELANCHOLY 11 AND 11 TO AUTUMN 11 :
A FIRM HOLD ON REALITY

The 11 Ode on Melancholy 11 is built upon the poet's recognition of
the fact that the changes which come with passing time cannot be escaped.
In 11 Psyche11 the poet completely isolated himself from present tradition

and built a temple to his chosen goddess 11 in some untrodden region of [his]
mind. 1

1

In the 1 Nightingale 11 Keats used the imagination to temporarily
1

unite himself with the world of the nightingale, a world which he found
would mean spiritual, as well as physical, death.

In the Grecian Urn 11
11

he explored the world of art as a means of escape, but discovered that,
because he was not a part of that world, the urn's message was not suffi
cient to sustain him. The poet is now aware that escape is not a satis
factory means of coping with the changes that occur with passing time.
11

Melancholy 11 therefore contains no debate about the matter of escape.

Changes of all kinds are an undeniable part of human life, and the only
course left is to accept them.

As Harold Bloom observes:
The admonition of the first stanza is against
false melancholy, courted for the sake of the
supposed oblivion it brings. But oblivion is
not to be hired; for Keats true melancholy in
volves a sudden increase in consciousness, not
gradual evasion of its claims. 93

1

1

Melancholy 11 could have followed the same pattern as the first three odes:

the discovery of a new means of escape, and then (in the 11 Nightingale 11 and
the Grecian Urn 11 the exploration of its advantages and disadvantages.
11

)

But the first three odes have been sufficient to convince the poet of the
43

importance of facing and accepting the world in which he finds himself.
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The images of the first stanza are carefully chosen to convince the
reader that "oblivion is not to be hired. 1 1

Keats is almost vehement in

his protest against such a state:
No, no, go not to Lethe,
for the river of forgetfulness will not aid him in his new attempt at
awareness.

Nor is any other means of escape to be used:
neither twist
Wolf's-bane, tight-rooted, for its poisonous
Nor suffer thy pale forehead to be kiss'd
By nightshade, ruby grape of Proserpine;

David Perkins considers the symbols of stanza one to be part of a group:
Thus many of the symbols usually associated with
the flight into vision--the wine, the rosary of
the religious aspirer, death and Psyche--are here
lumped together and marshaled under the heading
of Lethe as symbols of forgetfulness, perhaps sug
gesting that the aspiration to a visionary haven
has converted itself into a desire for unawareness. 94
Wolf's-bane and nightshade both have, or did have, medicinal purposes.
Wolf's-bane was formerly used as a sedative.

Nightshade is used for

respiratory disorders and various intestinal disorders.

Keats dubs night

shade the 1 1 ruby grape of Proserpine, 11 who is the wife of Pluto, ruler of
the dead.

Another name for nightshade is be11adonna, or II beautiful 1 ady, 11

and Keats warns against allowing 1 1 thy pale forehead to be kiss'd / By
nightshade. 11

This line is reminiscent of 11 La Belle Dame Sans Merci, 11

where the Knight 11 Alone and palely loitering 11 loses his soul to the 11 Lady
in the Meads. 11

David Perkins expresses the following opinion:
At the beginning of the Ode on Melancholy the
poet may be speaking to the man of "pale fore
head 11 --the 11 pale warriors 11 of La Belle Dame
who, like himself, have been unable to retain
the satisfactions of vision--and urging that he
should not take the downward course to oblivion
("go not to Lethe"). 95
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Keats' warning continues in the next four lines, for the poem represents
a struggle to allow the soul to grow:
Make not your rosary of yew-berries,
Nor let the beetle, nor the death-moth be
Your mournful Psyche, nor the downy owl
A partner in your sorrow's mysteries;
There are distinct religious connotations in these lines. Yew trees
were often grown in English churchyards, and the branches served as

funeral decorations and wreaths for the heads of mourners.96 Even the
colors of the berries and flowers in this first stanza are dark and fore
boding, quite suitable for 11 false melancholy11 : wolf's-bane has bluish
flowers; the flowers of nightshade are blue-purple or scarlet, and its
berries are shiny black; yew trees or shrubs have deep red berries.

E. C.

Pettet sees a hint of black-mass in the juxtaposition of 11 rosary 11 and
11 yew-berries 11 --11 a hint of some dark religion of death.''1 97 The rosary,

used in counting prayers, could, therefore (though not necessarily), be a
means of seeking deliverance from an unpleasant situation. The Rosary is
also a Roman Catholic devotion consisting of meditation on the sacred
mysteries, and Keats warns against letting anything ( 11 bettle, 11 11 death
moth,11 "downy owl,11 each with melancholy connotations) become 11 Your mourn
ful Psyche," or 11 A partner in your sorrow's mysteries." C. L. Finney
refers to Psyche as "the timorous moth-goddess who symbolizes melancholic
love. Keats identified Psyche the soul with Psyche the moth . . . .

The

butterfly which arises from the mouth of the deceased explains Keats'
'death-moth' in the 'Ode on Melancholy.1 1198 Thus, there is open rejection
of the means employed by Keats in the first ode to cope with the changing
times, which are exemplified by changing religious attitudes.

Keats then explains why the 11 melancholy fit" must not be hindered

or shared:

For shade to shade will come too drowsily,
And drown the wakeful anguish of the soul.
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Forgetfulness, wolf's-bane, nightshade, the rosary, will only lessen the
intensity of the experience.

Sleep was essential to "Psyche" and the

"Nightingale," but alertness and awareness are now necessary. The "wake
ful anguish of the soul" must not be disturbed. W. J. Bate asserts that
"it is wakefulness that is prized, the capacity to savor, even if it
include •wakeful anguish'--a heart, as he wrote in the 'Grecian Urn,'
'high-sorrowful and cloy'd.11199 The idea of escape into art has lost its
appeal.

The figures on the urn are "All breathing human passion far

above," and "human passion" is an essential part of the poet's experi
ence, whatever the results may be.
In stanza two Keats explains how to cope with the melancholic
mood, a mood comparable to the suddenness of an April shower.

The

analogy between the suddenness of the "melancholy fit" and the suddenness

of the April shower suggests that it is an experience for the individual
whose senses are finely tuned, as Keats explains in stanza three: the
shrine of "Veil'd Melancholy" is

Seen of none save him whose strenuous
tongue
Can burst Joy's grape against his palate fine.
In stanza two, as in stanza one, there is a curious juxtaposition of

words: "weeping cloud," "April shroud," "glut thy sorrow." "Weeping"

implies sorrow, but it is a rain that "fosters the droop-headed flowers
all," in the same way that the melancholy experience is fostering the
hides the green hill
growth of the poet's soul. The "weeping cloud
in an April shroud." Though "shroud" produces images of sorrow and grief,
it is specifically an "April shroud," and April is a time of new life and
growth.

As C. L. Finney points out, the poet has learned a very important
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lesson:

You cannot nourish your melancholy, he said,
on melancholy and horrible things, such as
wolf's-bane, nightshade, death-moth, and downy
owl. On the contrary, you must gorge your
melancholy on things of beauty--1OO
Then glut thy sorrow on a morning rose,
Or on the rainbow of the salt sand-wave,
Or on the wealth of globed peonies;

The sorrow must be accepted and even encouraged, for the things that
nourish melancholy are beautiful, and one is impossible without the other.
The poet has also learned that "things of beauty" are greatly affected by
time: the morning rose, which can be destroyed in a moment by rain, heat,
or the stroke of a hand; the rainbow in a wave on the sand, which will
disappear as the water retreats; the blossoms of peonies.

Each of these

beauteous forms conjures up images of bright, springtime colors, in

distinct contrast to the dark, heavy colors of stanza one.

It is interest

ing that peonies are of the same family as wolf's-bane, another subtle

juxtaposition which reinforces the closeness of pleasure and melancholy.

Bate sees in stanza two "the vivid acceptance of process. 1O1 No longer
11

does the poet feel the need to escape the passing of time and the conse
quent changes.

The poet does not limit himself, however, to outer changes.

He also includes human emotions:
Or if thy mistress some rich anger shows,
Emprison her soft hand, and let her rave,
And feed deep, deep upon her peerless eyes.
The theme of "Melancholy" is confrontation, followed by acceptance of all
aspects of life.
In stanza three Keats presents us with his hard earned knowledge
about beauty:
She dwells with Beauty--Beauty that must die;
And Joy, whose hand is ever at his lips
Bidding adieu; and aching Pleasure nigh,
Turning to Poison while the bee-mouth sips:
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his stanza represents the total awareness of the poet.

According to

Finney, this ode "explains the cause of the sadness which Keats felt in
the beautiful world of the nightingale,11102 namely that "Beauty cannot
keep her lustrous eyes. 11

The poet now understand beauty and melancholy

as he did not before: at the same time beauty, or joy, is present, it is
passing to another ''shade. 11 For this reason, beauty is an "aching Plea
sure." At the same time the bee sips nectar from a flower, its body con
verts the nectar to poison, a source of pain for whoever or whatever gets
in the bee's way.

This is the "truth" which the poet tried to ignore

throughout the "Grecian Urn." As Bernice Slate explains:
The knowledge both of our own brevity and of
the brevity of what we seek to hold awakens
the drowsily, easily distracted attention, and
fosters a heightened awareness that will match
the transient process it salutes--an awareness
that itself inevitably leads to the· "sovran
shrine" of melancholy. 103

Melancholy exists in the "very temple of Delight." The two are insepar
able. It is a "Veil'd Melancholy," and the veil may be lifted by
None save him whose strenuous tongue
Can burst Joy's grape against his palate fine.

These lines suggest a strongly physical approach to life, in sharp contrast to the mental and aesthetic approaches suggested in the previous
odes. Now it is Joy's grape," rather than Proserpine's, and the poet
realizes that the grape must "burst," or eventually be consumed, in order
for man to enjoy the total experience of beauty. Beauty is no longer
expected or sought without melancholy, its counterpart, the poet has
won his place, and
His soul shall taste the sadness of her might,
And be among her cloudy trophies hung.
Bate describes the form of the "Nightingale" and the "Grecian
Urn" as dramatic lyric involving a symbolic debate, with a central symbol
about which the debate is focused.1 04 In "Melancholy," as in the "Grecian
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Urn, 1 1 there is a direct credo, but there is no discussion of its pros
and cons.

The disadvantages of anything but a direct confrontation of

the 11 melancholy fit 11 are asserted from the very beginning.

the following comment on the lack of debate in 11 Melancholy 11 :

Bate makes

a direct assertion of belief, whatever else may
be said of it, can hardly be dramatic unless
there is either some form of debate about it or
else a developing discovery by the poet of what
he really believes. 105

11

Melancholy 11 contains neither element, but according to Bate this fact

does not rob the ode of its dramatic qualities.

Bate's explanation is

that Keats employs a method common to many poets, particularly Wordsworth
1

( 1

Up! up! my Friend, and quit your books 11 ), though seldom used by Keats:

the poem is an address to an imaginary person, an 11 abrupt protest 11 ; a
protest which does not exist within the structure of the poem, but is the

poem itself. 10 6

Many critics have commented on Keats• use of contrasts in
11

Melancholy, 11 and these contrasts form a major portion of the dramatic

intensity created within this ode.

Bate expresses the following opinion:

It may be doubted whether there has been any
writer of the past century and a half who has
employed contrasts in more essential and in
trinsic ways and who at the same time has been
by temperament, and in ultimate aim, so unsym
pathetic to the love of paradox or the juggling
of disparates for their own sake. 107
Keats' 11 juggling of disparates11 reaches its high point in the last stanza,
where he verbalizes the intimacy of beauty and melancholy. Bernice Slote
points out Keats' letter to Mrs. Wylie (August 6,

1818 ),

in which he refers

to the inseparability of joy and sorrow, or beauty and melancholy:
It is impossible to prove that black is white,
It is impossible to make out that Sorrow is joy
or joy is Sorrow--. 108
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According to Slote, it is this inseparability, or intimacy, which
explains the drama in "Melancholy":
But what consecutive reasoning can never prove
is placed on the pulse as a clear matter of the
drama of life enacted in poetry. 109

The only answer to the question of how melancholy and beauty are related
is to test the relationship in actual experience.

The imagination does

not provide the answer, nor does art. The poet has learned that the only
way to come to terms with the problem of mutability, of which beauty and
melancholy are an important part, is to become an active participant in
the drama of life.

Bernard Blackstone describes the ode "To Autumn" as "one great
sigh of relief.1111 0 The poet is now able to look at the world around him
and enjoy what he sees.

11

To Autumn" is a hymn of praise, a celebration

of the real world, the world of process. The imaginary world of "Psyche"
and the "Nightingale," the world of art, and the dark, foreboding world
of "Melancholy" have been left behind; but these odes have paved the way
for the acceptance that Keats expresses in this final ode, and have
obliterated the need for any further debate or argument.

There is, in

"To Autumn," a peacefulness in mood that occurs within the odes for the
first time, and, as Bate explains, The liberation . . . has come through
11

a direct sympathetic response to reality,11

111

the only course left un

tried by the poet.

Stanza one is filled with images of wannth and abundance. The

mists surround and envelop the "mellow fruitfulness" of the earth.

There

is no attempt to hinder the ongoing process of nature. All is in harmony:

the season conspires with the sun
how to load and bless
With fruit the vines that round the thatch-eves
run;

The trees are loaded with apples and the fruit is ripe, almost over
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ripe. The fields are ready for harvest. Both Marshall McLuhan and

W. J. Bate comment on the lack of motion within this stanza. McLuhan
praises the stanza for its 11rich suggestions of inner hidden life and

the aura of facts related to gestation. Reinforcing this, the point
of view adopted by the poet is from within the cottage.11112 Bate finds
in this stanza "process continuing within a context of stillness and
attained fulfillment. 11113 Perhaps this explains why Keats chose autumn
to express the sense of inner freedom he had been seeking throughout
the other odes.

For with autumn comes fulfillment, and the previous

doubts about lack of fulfillment are obliterated. This first stanza

expresses a mature understanding of nature that the poet has not hither
to exhibited. Jack Stillinger relies upon the following lines from

Wordsworth's P relude to explain the poet's new attitude towards nature:
[it is] the very world, which is the world
Of all of us,--the place where, in the end,
We find our happiness, or not at al1Jll4
(XI. 142- 144)

With stanza two the harvesting begins. Bate sees this stanza

as a "mirror image" of stanza one-- 11we find stillness where we expect
process. 11115 Autumn is personified as a peasant girl, and a rather lazy
one: first, "sitting careless on a granary floor;" second, resting "on a

half-reap'd furrow sound asleep;" third, "sometimes" carrying the fruits
of her labors across a brook; and fourth, patiently watching "the last

oozings hours by hours." In only one of these images is there any move
ment, and Keats precedes it with the adjective "sometimes." There is
no hurry, no urgency; only the calmness of the season fulfilling its role.
For the first time in the odes Keats has invited the reader to enter the

poem-- 11 whoever seeks abroad may find/ Thee.11 Ian Jack explains this
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aspect of "To Autumn" in terms of a landscape painting: "the design of
the picture guides the eye from one part to another in such a manner
that one becomes aware of the unity of the scene depicted. 11116 "Unity"
is the key word in Jack's appraisal.

The new found inner peace and

stability of the poet have allowed him to create the "unity,11 or
wholeness, of this stanza.

The action of "To Autumn" is therefore not

restricted to the poem itself, nor is it limited to the poet's sensa
tions; for the poet is now able to transcend his own personality.

There

is not one personal note in "To Autumn." The poet's awareness has made
this ode possible, and he has invited the reader to share in his aware
ness.
The "last oozings" watched with patience in stanza two lead to
the mood of contemplation that develops in stanza three.

In the first

line the poet expresses the feelings of wistfulness that often accompany
autumn:
Where are the songs of Spring? Ay, where are
they?
But the poet quickly explains away the feeling:
Think not of them, thou hast thy music too,-Perhaps this line is the key to the entire poem, for it shows the poet's
acceptance of the inevitability of the changes wrought by passing time.
The songs of spring are beyond recall, but there is no need to recall
them; autumn has a music of its own.

There is no disparity between the

"songs of "Spring" and the songs of autumn: they are of equal value in
nature's process. There are now images of death, but the images are not
harsh:
Barred clouds bloom the soft-dying day
And touch the stubble-fields with rosy hue.
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The day is dying, but it is a "soft-dying day," and even the 11 Stubble
plains,11 plains that show the remains of the harvested wheat, have a
warm glow cast upon them.

The glow or "Bloom" is cast by "barred

clouds; 11 all the light cannot be allowed through, for the darkness of
death will soon be approaching. Even the gnats intuit the onset of death
and sing a lament:
Then in a wailful choir the small gnats mourn
Among the river sallows, borne aloft
Or sinking as the light wind lives or dies.
The "full-grown lambs loud bleat from hilly bourn, 11 the "hedge-crickets
sing," and "The red-breast whistles from a garden croft:" all these have
a part in the autumnal dirge. Winter is approaching, but there is no
hint of grief, as Harold Bloom explains:
Winter descends here as a man might hope to die,
with a natural sweetness, a natural movement
akin to the extended wings of Stevens' pigeons
[see "Sunday Morning"] or the organizing songs of
Keats' _swallo�s as they gather for flight be
. I I/
yond winter

The structure of "To Autumn," in addition to its theme of accep
tance, is an outgrowth of the previous poems, but Bate detects a varia
tion in the ode stanza which Keats had not used before: "the ode stanza
is given a more prolonged effect; and the prolonging of fulfillment is
itself an intrinsic part of the theme of the ode.11

118

Bate then explains

how Keats achieves the "prolonging of fulfillment" through the structure
of the poem:
The basic ten-line stanza (a Shakespearean qua
train, followed by a Petrarchan sestet: abab
cde cde) is now extended to eleven lines--:--fhe
couplet, which he had wanted to avoid before, is
brought back, and placed, not as a tag at the end,
but just before the end (first stanza: abab cde
dcce; the remaining two: abab cde cdde)-.-The
effect of the couplet, placed thus--;-15 to sustain

54
the approaching close at a �omentary crest before
the stanza subsides in the final line.119

There is, however, another important variation:' There is no intrusion
of the poet in this ode, the result of what Bate calls 11a direct sympa
thetic response to the reality.11

120

The poet does not seek to unite him

self with nature, as in the "Nightingale," or to use a product of nature,
such as wolf's-bane or nightshade, to escape nature.

He is now able to

see himself and nature as two entirely separate, though parallel, entities.
This fact is particularly interesting when one considers Keats' circum
stances at the time "To Autumn" was v.Jritten. According to Bate, "There
is little doubt that, from mid-September throughout the next month, the
tuberculosis of the lungs that was to prove fatal to h·im had seriously
begun (or suddenly moved into an active stage), bringing with it periods
of immense fatigue and some fever.11

121

He had serious financial troubles

and family problems, and was almost overcome with grie·f because of his

hopeless 1 ove for Fanny Brawne.

Ian Jack has observed that "All the other

odes of Keats could well be annotated from The Anatomy of Melancholy
(which was one of Keats' favorite books), and Burton is one of many
writers who hold that 'Of seasons of the year, the autumn is most
1 22
melancholy . . . 111
Jack makes an interesting comparison between "To
Autumn" and Shelley's "Ode to the West Wind"; in the latter poem the
clouds are blown across the sky and the dead leaves are like 11Pestilence
striken multitudes.111 23 Shelley is forced to ask, "If Winter comes, can
Spring be far behind? 11124 Frederick Jones explains that "Ode to the West
Wind" expresses Shelley's 11passionate disappointment over the failure of
his progressive ideas to bear fruit, combined, as always with Shelley,
with hope for the future.11 12 5 In "To Autumn" Keats gives no indication of
the inner turmoil and striving that characterize Shelley's poem.

There is
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only acceptance. Not until the first line of stanza three does Keats put
into words the melancholy feeling that often accompanies autumn. It is,
however, a melancholy feeling which includes all mankind, with no self
pity evidenced on Keats' part.

After reading "To Autumn," we can certainly see that Tate•s

description of Keats as a painting poet is appropriate. Here, more than
in any other ode, can the mind create a picture of what Keats is saying.
Jack makes the following comment on the pictorial aspect of "To Aut\Jmn 11

:

It is not surprising that "To Autumn" has more
than once been compared to the work of indi
vidual painters. The poem could not have been
written before the development of English land
scape painting in the last eighteenth century.126
Such a statement supports Tate's view of Keats as a painting poet "whose
problem was to find a way of conveying what happens in time.

11

Tate ex

plains that Keats can only affirm life through death, and, furthermore,
life-in-death is presented pictorially, in space,
as an eternal moment, not as a moment of dramatic
action and looking towards its consequences.127

To apply this statement to "To Autumn" is to deny all but the visual
aspects of the poem.

It is true that throughout the odes Keats does

"affirm life through death," but one is not possible without the other.
Death is explored openly in the "Nightingale" and in 1 Melancholy. 1
1

1

In

the Nightingale 11 Keats presents the sad changes that occur with old age.
11

In "Melancholy" he acknowledges the temporality of beauty and all aspects
of life. "To Autumn" is the affirmation of both life and death. Bate
does not agree with Tate's judgment that Keats• poem represents an
"eternal moment in time." Bate sees "To Autumn" as a continuation of
time which includes past, present, and future:
But the resolution to which he really aspires
is that which touched home to him in reading
Shakespeare 1 s sonnet two and a half years before:
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When lofty trees I see barren of leaves
Which erst from head did canopy the herd-a resolution ( '1 gusto 11 or 11 intensity 11 ) whereby ,.
as the mind conceives the-present, the past and
future are simultaneously incorporated in it, and
the conception of the "greeting spirit 11 thus
matches, in fidelity to the fact, both the unfolding promise and the laden past that are a part of
the very nature of the object it is attempting to
greet and to rescue into consciousness.128

Although Jack asserts that 11 It is obvious that To Autumn' could easily
1

be made into a 'picture in writing' of the sort that Leigh Hunt was to

propose a few years later,11 he does not limit Keats to this one achieve
ment:
Unlike a painter, a poet is not confined to one
moment of time, and Keats has availed him if
of the advantages inherent in his medium.

12

Keats discovers and explores the consequences of life in the other odes,

and in 11 To Autumn 11 he accepts them.

Therefore, the odes as a whole

represent the continuation of time, and 11 To Autumn,11 when considered by
itself, represents the continuation of time in capsule form.

Two of the 11 advantages 11 inherent in Keats• medium are the imagina

tion and drama.

But because 11 To Autumn 11 is philosophical in nature,

what David Perkins calls a "poem of contemplation,11
must be used subtly and with great finesse.
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both advantages

In 11Psyche 11 Keats used the

imagination to build a temple for the deity he chose to worship.
11

In the

Nightingale 11 the imagination was used to achieve a temporary union with

nature through the song of the bird.

In 11 To Autumn 11 the imagination is

used to explore the world in which the poet finds himself, not to leave
that world.

A week after the writing of 11 To Autumn 11 took place, Keats

wrote the following in a letter to George and Georgiana Keats:
You speak of Lord Byron and me--There is this
great difference between us. He describes what
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he sees--I describe what I imagine. Mine is
the hardest task.131
In "To Autumn" Keats is writing from a personal, visual experience (the
poem is a description of the walk he took in September of 1819), but he
has used his imagination to expand that experience, to make it a con
tinuation of time rather than a representation of just one point in
time.

His imagination allows him to contemplate the sensations that he

would have experienced before the time of his walk, as well as the
sensations that will soon follow, for he is well aware that death is
For this reason Finney describes this ode as "the most
purely sensuous and imaginative of Keats' odes,11132 a description which
on its way.

certainly would have pleased Keats.
The qualities of drama present in Keats' other odes are not
evident in 11 To Autumn, 11 nor is there what Tate calls "a moment of
dramatic action in time. 11 The action is continual, as the unfolding of
autumn is continual; but in the same respect the action is very slow,
almost to the point of inaction. Instead of a dramatic moment, there
is what Marshall McLuhan calls a "dramatic movement":

The dramatic movement or action of the poem
appears to follow the process of natural
growth . . . . There is in this ode a single
motion of expanding awareness from vegetable
immobility to expressive and vital conscious
ness.133

The poet has finally found what he had been seeking throughout the
course of the odes--some way of settling the restlessness of his
spirit, some way of coping with the transitoriness of life. His conclusion
is that acceptance is the only answer.

Bate discusses the drama of 11 To

Autumn" in terms of the other odes, and explains the difference in the
following statement:

But if dramatic debate, protest, and qualifi
cation are absent, it is not because any pre
mises from which they might proceed are disre
garded but because these premises are being
anticipated and absorbed at each step. The
result (in contrast to the "Nightingale" or
the "Grecian Urn") is also a successful union
of the idea--of the heart's desire--and reality·
of the "greeting of the Spirit'' and its object. 134
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With what McLuhan refers to as an expanding into "expressive and vital
consciousness" and what Bate calls "a successful union of the ideal-
of the heart's desire--and reality," the odes end. The tensions with
in the previous odes have been resolved within "To Autumn," and there
is no need for further statement.
Marshall McLuhan has made the following statement concerning
Keats' odes:
The odes have no message. They are actions.
Conflicts occur in the very nature of the
themes, and Keats develops and resolves them
dramatically within the limits which they
themselves impose.135
McLuhan's concept of what Keats was trying to do within the odes is in
keeping with Keats' comment on poetry in a letter to John Hamilton
Reynolds on February 3, 1818:

We hate poetry that has a palpable design upon
us--and if we do not agree seems to put its
hand in its breeches pocket. Poetry should be
great and unobtrusive, a thing which enters
into one's soul, and does not startle it or
amaze it with itself, but with its subject.136

About three and a half weeks later Keats wrote a letter to John Taylor
and set forth his axioms of poetry; the first axiom is a continuation
of the above idea:

"I think Poetry should surprise by a fine excess

and not by Singularity--it should strike the Reader as a wording of his
own highest thoughts and appear almost a remembrance."137 The odes were
written by a man who understood human nature, and knew that his struggle
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to come to terms with himself and the world was an experience common
to sensitive, thinking men everywhere.

In Stillinger's words, 11 Keats

read human nature accurately, and his best poems picture the truth
of the mind's impassioned questing.11138
It is "the mind's impassioned questing" which earns for the
odes the right to be described as dramatic in nature, for through
them we see one man as he struggles to grow and develop, to become a
Soul.

One of the chief methods Keats uses to convey the drama within

the odes is contrast or paradox.

In "Psyche," however, there is only

one example, the 11pleasant pain" with which the poet's thoughts have
grown.

As the poet 1 s awareness of his inner turmoil grows, so will the

number of paradoxes and contrasts grow.

For a first step, however,

the poet is content with the solution which "shadowy thought" has
provided for him.
In the "Nightingale" the poet achieves a temporary union with
the bird through use of the visionary imagination.

In this poem we

are left with no doubt about the anguish and frustration which he is
experiencing.

Once again there is one major contrast, the gap between

the poet and the nightingale: "Thou wast not born for death, immortal
Bird!" Man is mortal, and therefore the world of the nightingale is
not for the poet.

The experience was temporary, but it was sufficient

to convince him that escape, be it through the imagination or death, is
not what he is seeking.

The poem ends with a question:

Was it a vision, or a waking dream?
Fled is that music:--Do I wake or sleep?
But the uncertainty is not concerned with the validity of the poet's
conclusion; it is concerned only with the type of experience he has
undergone.

The uncertainty expressed at the end of the "Nightingale" is
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carried over to the beginning of the "Grecian Urn," in which the
poet explores the pros and cons of the world of art as a means of
escape.

There are the seven urgent questions in stanza one, the

continual anticipation of stanza two, and the use of contrasts. The
11

unravish 1 d bride, 11 the "unheard melodies, 11 and the "ditties of no tone,"

to mention a few, reinforce the poet's emotions concerning the joy and
the melancholy, the pain and pleasure, of human existence.
11

In the

Grecian Urn, 11 as in the "Nightingale, there is one major contrast-11

the gap between the urn, the "Cold Pastoral, and the poet, who is warm
11

and very much alive. According to Stillinger,

Keats came to learn that the kind of imagination
he pursued was a false lure, inadequate to the
needs of the problem, and in the end he traded
the visionary for the naturalized imagination,
embracing experience and process as his own and
man's chief good. His honesty in treating the
problem and his final opting for the natural
world, where all the concrete images of poetry
come from and where melodies impinge on the "sen
sual ear 11 or not at all, are what, more than
anything else, guarantee his place among the
English Poets. 139

The poet now knows that art is a part of the beauty in man's world, but
because the objet Q. 1 art itself does not comprehend either the beauty
or tragedy of life, it is not a sufficient means of escape for man,
who must comprehend both.
"Melancholy" begins with a plea to avoid anything that leads

to unawareness.

The poet can now assert rather than debate, for the

question of escape was settled within the Grecian Urn. 1 1 We can still
11

sense that the poet's spirit has not yet reached an untroubled state,
for 11 Melancholy 11 is filled with contrasts and paradoxes. There is
"nightshade, ruby grape of Proserpine;" wolf's-bane; the "rosary of
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yewberries;" "aching Pleasure, and others.
11

Keats' use of paradox

reaches its height in this poem:
Ay, in the very temple of Delight
Veil'd Melancholy has her sovran shrine,
These lines express the ultimate awareness of the poet; the acceptance
does not come until "To Autumn."
11

To Autumn" is the denouement of the odes, for it conveys

the inner calmness of the poet. The drama is not like that of the
other odes. The poet's acceptance of the intimacy of joy and
melancholy, or the mutability of life, has obliterated the need for
further use of contrasts or paradoxes.

The tensions have been resolved.

McLuhan sees the drama of To Autumn" fo the slow unfolding of its stanzas,
11

which is comparable to the pattern of natural growth.
Stillinger's formula for Romantic lyrics has already been
discussed in terms of each ode, but this formula also applies to the
odes as a group.

"Psyche," the "Nightingale," and the "Grecian Urn"

represent the poet's experiences in the ideal world, involving spiritu
a 1 ity, the imagination, and art; Melancholy" and "To Autumn" represent
11

the poet's return to the real world.

"But," says Stillinger, "he has

not simply arrived back where he began, for he has acquired something-
a better understanding of a situation, a change in attitude toward it-
from the experience of the flight, and he is never again quite the same
person who spoke at the beginning of the poem[sJ.11140 The poet has re
turned to the real world with the knowledge that if he is to experience
the joys of life, he must also accept its sorrows.
following comment on the drama in Keats' poetry:

Slote has made the

The dramatic aspect of Keats' whole view of poe
try is that, although it is philosophical, it is
not concerned with a philosophical structure, or
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a didactic imposition of personal bias (as in
Wordsworth or Byron), but in the passionate
involvement with life in all its grotesque,
bittersweet anomalies. 141
It is this "passionate involvement with life" which makes each of the
odes what Bate calls a "miniature drama 11142 and makes the term "verbal
painting" an inadequate description.
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